Inhibition of lymphocyte proliferation induced in vitro by microbial antigens in HIV-infected subjects.
In the course of a study of lymphocyte responses to microbial antigens in HIV-infected patients, we detected a previously unrecognized phenomenon of inhibition of lymphocyte baseline proliferation, induced by the presence of tetanus toxoid and Escherichia coli in the cultures. The effects of tetanus toxoid and Escherichia coli on lymphocyte proliferation in vitro were assessed by comparing the 3H-thymidine uptake by lymphocytes cultured without stimulant with the uptake of lymphocytes cultured in the presence of the antigens. Twenty-six patients with HIV infection (20 asymptomatic/persistent generalized lymphadenopathy, 2 AIDS-related complex, 4 AIDS) were investigated and the controls were 33 healthy individuals without evidence of HIV infection. Eight out of 22 asymptomatic/PGL and ARC patients progressed to full-blown AIDS in the mean follow-up of 26 months. The inhibition of proliferation was considered to be significant when the uptake of 3H-thymidine was reduced by 20% in the presence of the antigens. Using these criteria, 50% of the patients studied with tetanus toxoid and 36% of those studied with E. coli had evidence of the inhibitory phenomenon. Seven of the eight patients who developed AIDS during the observation period had the inhibitory phenomenon. In the group of patients without the inhibitory signs only one evolved to AIDS during the follow-up. The possibility of this phenomenon being related to an induction of suppressor cell activity by the antigens is discussed.